Prevention of lung cancer.
Lung cancer is the major cause of death in industrialized western societies. Its link to tobacco abuse is well established and efforts should be made to eliminate this potent environmental carcinogen. The concept of chemoprevention, the use of agents to inhibit and reverse lung cancer carcinogenesis, has great appeal. The CARET study, conducted in 18,000 high-risk smokers in the US, found that a combination of beta-carotene and retinyl palmitate resulted in a 28% increase in the incidence of lung cancer. A similar study conducted in Finland, the ATBC trial utilizing alpha tocopherol and beta-carotene, had similar findings for the group taking beta-carotene. These two trials have caused a rethinking of the use of natural compounds as chemoprevention agents. These agents should no longer be regarded as harmless, but as having potential toxicities. A new approach in the chemoprevention of cancer has been the concept of surrogate endpoints, biological changes that are on the pathway to cancer. Trials are underway to determine what are appropriate surrogate endpoints for lung cancer chemoprevention trials.